







In	 the	 last	 two	 decades	 following	 the	 1994	 genocide	 Rwanda	 has	 been	 praised	
internationally	for	its	strong	leadership	and	revamped	governance	structures.	This	
has	 resulted	 in	 rapid	 economic	 development,	 restorative	 justice,	 homegrown	
peacebuilding	approaches,	 the	 tackling	 of	 corruption,	 and	 restoring	 security	 in	 a	
country	that	some	analysts	had	prematurely	depicted	a	hopeless	case	in	state	failure.	
In	 particular,	 promotion	 of	 women’s	 rights	 has	 become	 a	 cornerstone	 of	 the	
Rwandan	 success	 story,	 but	 few	 scholars	 have	 examined	 the	 women	 who	
participated	 in	 this	 process	 and	 their	 positive	 contribution	 in	 rebuilding	 their	
communities.	 This	 article	 focuses	 on	 the	 role	 a	 small	 group	 of	 female	 leaders	 at	
different	levels	of	society	played	in	creating	and	fostering	peacebuilding	initiatives	
over	 the	 past	 two	 decades.	 It	 relies	 on	 secondary	 sources	 and	 the	 author’s	
observations	of	several	processes	in	the	Rwandan	society	for	more	than	a	decade.	It	





	Immediately	after	the	1994	genocide	the	new	government	of	national	unity,	made	of	 members	 of	 Rwandan	 Patriotic	 Front	 (RPF)	 and	 pre-genocide	 opposition	parties,	started	to	rebuild	Rwanda	with	the	support	of	aid	from	Western	countries.	Rwanda	stands	out	as	a	case	study	of	a	post-conflict	country	that	is	undergoing	a	promising	economic	recovery,	despite	criticism	of	its	human	rights	record	from	dissidents,	western	human	rights	activists	and	some	scholars.	Although	scholars	question	the	effect	of	gender	policies	especially	in	rural	areas,	evidence	shows	that	women	contributed	to	Rwanda’s	peacebuilding	process.	This	article	focuses	on	the	participation	 of	 individual	 women	 peacebuilders	 in	 Rwanda	 and	 their	contribution	 as	 individuals	 or	 through	 civil	 society.	 First,	 the	 paper	 examines	Rwanda’s	situation	immediately	after	the	genocide	with	reference	to	debates	on	women	and	their	relevance	in	peacebuilding.	Second,	it	discusses	key	events	that	preceded	 official	 national	 consultations	 in	 1998	 and	 1999,	 and	 their	 effect	 on	Rwandan	 women’s	 situations	 after	 the	 genocide.	 Third,	 the	 paper	 reveals	 the	outcomes	of	these	conversations,	which	included	the	2003	constitution,	the	Vision	




















Researchers	 have	 argued	 that	 ‘successful	 and	 sustained	 development	 depends	crucially	on	whether	and	how	various	 leaders	and	elites	within	and	across	 the	public	and	private	domains	are	able	to	form	sufficiently	inclusive	‘developmental	coalitions’,	formal	or	informal’.12	In	order	for	the	Rwandan	Patriotic	Front	(RPF)	to	establish	its	influence	and	legitimacy	on	the	Rwandan	society	it	recognized	the	importance	 of	 building	 coalitions	with	 pre-genocide	 political	 parties.	 Thus,	 the	national	assembly	created	the	Government	of	National	Unity	in	1995	and	started	generating	a	peace	agenda.13	The	new	elites	embarked	on	a	process	to	initiate	and	shape	 laws	that	reflected	 the	conversations	 that	were	 taking	place	nationally.14	Mageza-Barthel	has	also	argued	that	the	post-genocide	government	(through	its	Ministry	of	Gender)	created	its	development	and	peace	agenda	in	line	with	gender	equality	 and	 international	 norms.15	 She	 further	 argues	 that	 it	 wanted	 to	differentiate	 itself	 from	 the	 pre-genocide	 governments	 that	 frustrated	 women	participation	 in	 politics	 and	 become	 a	 ‘participatory	 and	 representative	democracy.’16	 Hence,	 the	 new	 government	 also	 included	 a	 large	 number	 of	women,	which	 reflected	 the	 reality	 of	 the	 new	Rwandan	 society.	 Local	 leaders	emerged	 as	 part	 of	 the	 process	 of	 achieving	 common	 goals	 with	 society;	 new	peacebuilding	 initiatives	 were	 fostered	 to	 respond	 to	 unique	 context	 faced	 by	Rwandans.			











widows	in	rural	areas	especially	had	difficulty	in	this	newfound	freedom	with	low	productivity	in	their	farms	due	to	reduced	male	labour	assistance.		Thus	women	were	forced	to	unite	into	cooperatives	to	maximize	their	labour	collectively.	These	cooperatives	became	 influential	while	 individual	women	such	as	activist	 Judith	Kanakuze,	 a	 Member	 of	 Parliament	 and	 within	 RPF	 leadership,	 and	 Aloys	Inyumba,	a	long	term	RPF	member	and	cadre,	advocated	purposefully	for	the	new	laws	 to	 factor	 in	 women’s	 issues.	 Inyumba,	 Kanakuze	 and	 other	 women	participants	ensured	that	gender	was	a	‘cross-cutting	issue	in	‘Vision	2020’	and	in	the	mid-term	 implementation	 plan	 titled	 ‘Economic	 Development	 and	 Poverty	Reduction	Strategy	2007-2012’.22			
Emergence	of	women	leaders	in	the	national	peacebuilding	process		Women	leaders	emerged	out	of	a	divided	society.	They	confronted	the	individual	and	 collective	 challenges	 that	 divided	Rwandans.	As	 a	 snapshot	 of	 this	 divided	society	 there	were	 Hutu	women	who	were	 suspects	 or	whose	 husbands	were	condemned	or	imprisoned,	as	well	as	those	who	returned	from	Zaire	abandoning	their	families	in	exile.	There	were	Tutsi	women	whose	husbands	had	been	jailed	for	genocide	crimes	and	faced	social	exclusion	and	genocide	widows	who	included	survivors	 of	 rape	 and	 those	 raising	 children	 orphaned	 by	 the	 atrocities.	 There	were	those	who	faced	various	challenges	as	either	mixed	ethnicities	or	returnees	and	those	in	Twa	communities	who	were	largely	invisible.	In	addition,	a	majority	of	 these	 women,	 regardless	 of	 their	 belonging,	 were	 rural	 and	 historically	marginalized.	 Some	 had	 experienced	 some	 form	 of	 oppression	 and	 extreme	poverty	since	their	childhood.	Thus	it	required	immense	courage	from	emerging	women	leaders	among	them	to	rise	to	local	and	national	leadership	and	face	multi-layered	social	challenges,	and	build	peace.			Leadership	 clusters	 engaged	 in	 peacebuilding	 activities	 emerged	 that	 can	 be	grouped	into	three	categories.	Namely,	women	who	were	organized	through	civil	society,	 those	who	were	 involved	 through	 informal	networks,	 and	 the	national	policy	makers.	Among	these	groups	individual	female	leaders	were	instrumental	in	creating	not	only	peace	agendas	but	also	influencing	outcomes	that	had	long-term	effects	on	the	broader	society.		
a. Civil	Society		












The	survivor	continued	to	recount	how	Beata	would	visit	and	bring	her	milk	and	sugar	or	take	her	out	to	get	her	hair	washed	and	braided.	She	explained	that	this	made	her	‘feel	human	again’.26		This	is	a	good	example	of	a	peace	advocate	who	took	an	initiative	to	visit	households	where	other	local	women	were	isolated.	Local	community	activists	such	as	Beata	created	avenues	to	bring	ordinary	women	into	their	communities.	Their	income	generating	activities	allowed	them	to	reconnect	with	the	rest	of	the	society.			In	addition	to	Pro-femmes	and	AFDR’s	leaders	there	were	other	initiatives	whose	focus	was	 on	 building	 peace	 through	 income-generating	 activities,	 like	 Gahaya	Links.	 Founded	 by	 two	 sisters	 who	 are	 returnees,	 Janet	 Nkubana	 and	 Joy	Ndungutse,	 the	 social	 enterprise	 opened	 centers	 for	 women	 to	 weave	 the	traditional	basket	of	Agaseke	and	Gahaya	exported	it	globally.	Agaseke	are	baskets	that	were	used	traditionally	in	households.27	The	weavers	use	locally	resourced	fibers,	 sweet	 grass,	 banana	 leaves,	 raffia	 and	 tea	 leaves	 for	 colour.	 The	 craft	 is	typically	passed	on	from	grandmother	to	her	female	descendants,	and	requires	a	lot	of	time	and	therefore	is	best	practiced	when	settled	in	one	place.		Furthermore,	women	 often	 work	 together	 for	 morale	 and	 during	 the	 process	 natural	conversations	and	friendships	evolve.	Leaders	of	Gahaya	Links	and	other	similar	women	social	enterprises	such	as	Peace	Basket	in	Huye	district	southern	Rwanda	became	central	 to	peacebuilding	 for	a	number	of	 reasons.	Naturally,	 their	 craft	required	 women	 to	 come	 out	 of	 loneliness,	 facilitating	 conversations	 amongst	what	otherwise	might	have	proven	to	be	irreconcilable	groups.28	The	cooperatives	have	 been	 successful	 because	women	participants	were	 able	 to	 come	 together	over	a	shared	need	of	earning	an	income	and	rebuilding	a	sense	of	community.	Over	time	friendships	were	restored	and	barriers	of	‘the	other’	were	broken.	29		
	
b. Informal	networks		






orphanages	with	an	estimated	3,000	orphans	after	1994.31	However,	the	number	was	significantly	smaller	than	the	75,000	orphans	in	Rwanda	at	the	time	because	many	 Rwandans	 and	 especially	 women	 informally	 adopted	 their	 relatives’	orphaned	 children	 or	 took	 strangers	 in	 their	 homes.	 	Their	 initiatives	with	 the	young	generation	included	talking	to	them	about	the	history	of	violence	in	Rwanda	and	the	importance	of	reconciliation.			Second,	 women	 were	 also	 instrumental	 in	 building	 relationships	 among	 new	neighbors	to	re-establish	trust	that	was	necessary	for	difficult	conversations	and	empathy	 towards	 one	 another.	 In	 the	 former	 Kibungo	 prefecture	 Rulinda,	 an	officer	 in	 charge	 of	 resettlement	 explained	 that	 usually	 relations	 amongst	 new	neighbors	were	tense.	However,	he	explained	that	women	were	the	first	to	engage	in	activities	of	reconciliation.	He	asserted,	for	example,	that	through	conversations	between	 women	 from	 opposing	 groups	 ‘trust	 and	 harmony	 was	 gradually	established	through	women	talking’.	Furthermore,	women	were	‘persuading	their	husbands	 to	 be	more	 tolerant.’	 He	 further	 explained	 that	 simple	 gestures	 and	cultural	 practices	 such	 as	borrowing	 salt	 from	your	neighbor	or	 sharing	water	facilitated	conversations	and	eventually	led	to	women’s	farming	cooperatives	or	groups.	Through	these	ad	hoc	initiatives,	men’s	conversations	emerged	gradually	as	women	pulled	families	and	communities	together.32		
	











having	mentored	a	younger	generation	of	leaders.	For	example,	the	local	women	who	 had	 started	AFDR	 left	 the	 organizations	 as	 soon	 as	 the	 2003	 constitution	created	quotas	 for	women	 leaders	on	national	and	regional	 levels.	Many	 left	 to	become	mayors,	ministers,	 deputies	 and	 local	 government	 coordinators.39	 This	inevitably	crippled	their	efforts	and	as	 in	the	case	of	the	AFDR,	the	less	trained	activists	and	organizations	lost	credibility.	Other	female	activists	in	organizations	gained	visibility	due	to	their	peacebuilding	work	and	as	a	result	found	new	career	opportunities,	 access	 to	 university	 education	 and/or	 became	 entrepreneurs,	leaving	little	time	for	them	to	engage	in	less	financially	rewarding	peacebuilding	work.40		Secondly,	local	government	representatives	and	security	agencies	question	female	community	 workers	 about	 their	 peace	 agenda	 if	 they	 worked	 against	 the	government’s	 reconstruction	 agenda.41	 This	 started	 between	 1994-2002	when	there	 were	 different	 political	 groups	 emerging,	 the	 new	 government	 was	 still	vulnerable	to	insurgency	attacks	from	the	Democratic	Republic	of	Congo	and	had	not	stabilized	or	articulated	its	vision	for	the	country.	Hence,	peacebuilding	work	was	 used	 sometimes	 as	 cover	 for	 political	 activities,	 which	 complicated	 the	process	of	identifying	non-political	peace	builders	who	were	equally	important	to	build	peaceful	 coexistence.	As	 such,	women	 leaders	had	 to	devise	 strategies	 to	engage	in	peacebuilding	work	at	all	 levels	without	threatening	the	government.		Research	shows	that,	women	in	various	countries	in	Africa	started	‘using	the	state’	rather	 than	 ‘resisting	 it’.42	Thus	Rwandan	 female	 leaders	 in	different	sectors	of	society	succeeded	at	‘using	the	state’	in	some	of	their	work.	Although	some,	such	as	Ingabire	Victoire,	an	opposition	figure	who	returned	to	campaign	for	office	of	the	president	in	2010	elections,	was	rejected	all	together	by	the	government	and	was	instead	charged	with	genocide	denialism	and	eventually	imprisoned.43		
	





example,	laws	have	been	put	in	place	and	implemented	for	women	to	inherit	land,	resolving	long-term	disputes	of	land	ownership.44	In	addition,	women	have	equal	rights	in	marriage	and	divorce	laws,	which	put	Rwanda	in	a	very	unique	position	among	other	African	countries.			Furthermore,	 the	 changes	 are	 reflected	 at	 larger	 societal	 levels	 beyond	representational	 politics	 or	 government,	 such	 as	 there	 being	 more	 women	cooperatives	engaged	 in	economic	activities.	For	example,	Dukundikawa	Coffee	cooperative	works	with	women	coffee	 farmers	 (traditionally	 reserved	 for	male	farmers)	and	weaving	baskets	such	as	the	aforementioned	Gahaya	Links,	which	employs	 thousands	 of	 rural	 women.	 Female	 participation	 and	 leadership	 is	equally	 evident	 in	 leading	 conversations	 on	 reconciliation,	 justice	 and	 peace	building	at	the	community	level.	This	was	the	case	when	women	were	voted	to	be	leaders	of	 local	Gacaca	courts	 in	roles	 that	were	 traditionally	reserved	only	 for	men.	 Survivor	 Associations	 such	 as	 Ibuka,	 Association	 des	 Veuves	 du	 Genocide	
Agahozo	 (AVEGA)	 and	 AERG	 for	 younger	 generations,	 and	 Association	 des	














clear	projection	and	goals	stated	in	vision	2020	allowed	both	ordinary	Rwandans	and	 their	 leaders	 to	 have	 common	 direction	 towards	 rebuilding	 Rwanda,	 and	allowed	 them	 to	 create	 spaces	 for	 difficult	 conversations.	 The	 case	 of	 Rwanda	therefore	illustrates	the	close	connection	between	leadership	and	peacebuilding	in	post-conflict	countries.		Although	there	is	progress	in	Rwanda,	this	does	not	mean	that	women’s	rights	or	society	 norms	 have	 completely	 altered.	 Rwandan	 women	 still	 face	 many	challenges	in	their	daily	lives	such	as	domestic	violence	and	in	rural	areas	lack	of	access	to	micro-loans.	There	are	also	men	who	hold	on	to	traditional	beliefs	and	resist	 change	 by	 undermining	 female	 leaders	 in	 their	 public	 realms	 or	 by	undermining	them	in	their	homes.	Hence,	the	new	generation	has	new	challenges	to	deal	with	and	must	strengthen	existing	laws	by	building	on	the	good	foundation	and	framework	already	established.			
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